I have notes on 13 observations of copulations occurring away from mounds, sometimes several hundred metres from the nearest known one. I did not see most sequences of copulation from their onset but the following extraction from my tape-recorded notes is probably typical. The female was colour-banded, the male unbanded.
On 5 November 1984 at 0935 h I watched the male actively peck the ground and sweep his head from side to side as he slowly traversed a fairly steep hillside. This sweeping behaviour was similar to that used by Australian Brush-turkeys in stripping seeds from a grass stalk in one smooth motion. He stopped where the slope was less steep, crouched on the ground with wings half extended and, resting on the substrate, began to peck vigorously in a short arc in front of his breast. The ground cover was mainly dried leaves and leaf litter with sparse grasses covering no more than 50% of the area. The female approached him from the front. Both of these birds had been dust-bathing earlier in the morning and still had much dust visible on their feathers. The male continued pecking and scattering the litter in an arc about 35 by 5 cm. He appeared to be ingesting material found there. The female approached well within a body length of the male. On one occasion he leapt to his feet and chased her, but soon returned and crouched again in the same manner.
The female returned. She approached with feathers fluffed and head and neck withdrawn. Peering close to the ground, but very waly, she seemed interested in what the male was pecking. When the male's head pointed towards her, she would sweep her head round, looking away from the male and orienting her body at 90 degrees to his. She persistently returned to her initial fluffed posture for a period of three to four minutes.
The female then elevated her tail and drooped her wings slightly so they were close to the ground. She continued to stand in this posture in front of the male. The male rose from the ground and walked away from the female. At that moment she ran toward him, carpal joints still held away from the body and wings still drooping. She held this posture for several seconds standing most conspicuously with drooped wings and fluffed body plumage. She now moved faster, maintaining a parallel track with the male and about three metres from him.
She continued for about 20 sec then suddenly crouched, wings slightly spread and touching the ground. The male immediately ran toward her. He approached from behind, mounted and copulated for about 15 sec. He then jumped forward off the female's back and ran quickly for about two metres, where he stopped and turned back. The female got up, shook, and the two birds walked off together. Neither uttered any sound during the interaction.
The behaviour shown by both male and female in this mating sequence was not unlike that used at the mound. When working his mound, a male normally crouches and pecks the substrate, often vigorously when a female is nearby. The drooped wings and fluffed feathers are typical of a female's pre-copulatory posture as she approaches the male at the mound. The male often grasps the neck of the female quite roughly. The sequence I described is perhaps unusual in the low level of aggression shown by the male. This may have been because the bird was away from his mound, which is normally the principal focus of defence.
The unbanded male was probably one that I had seen working the mound nearest the site of copulation -about 120 m. I had banded the female nearby as an adult on 24 October 1976; hence she was at least nine years old. I had watched her copulate previously with at least two other males, but no more than one in any breeding season.
This copulation occurred well within the breeding season while there were several active incubation mounds in the area. Most copulations I have seen at mounds occurred early in the morning often in semi-darkness and never as late as 0935 h.
I have often thought that copulation at the mound may be used by the female as a means of gaining access to an egg-laying site of which there may be few to choose from. The copulation I described could possibly be interpreted in the same way, i.e. it allows the female access to some other resource, perhaps food. But access to the mound is usually for no longer than the duration of egg-laying, while feeding is obviously more protracted.
Whatever the explanation for such isolated sexual interactions, the displays and sequence of behaviour leading to copulation appear similar to those used at the incubation mound, suggesting that these copulations may be equally functional. Whether copulations away from the immediate sites of incubation mounds tend to be more frequent in more open habitats or in less dense populations than those occurring in rainforest must await the results of systematic and comparative field observations.
